Transforming Form by Kimberley McLeod
I do think I need to quit comedy . . . Seriously. It's probably not the forum to make such an announcement, is it? -Hannah Gadsby, Nanette
At the heart of definitions of performance-from Richard Schechner's "twice-behaved behavior" to Elin Diamond's "doing/ done"-is a sense of repetition with difference. However, the extent of this 'difference' can vary greatly, with performance used as a means to both uphold and challenge accepted norms. In June 2018, Netflix released Hannah Gadsby's comedy special Nanette. The special quickly went viral-my own social media feeds teemed with praise for the work, and the Australian comedian was featured in numerous media articles internationally. For many, Nanette marked a watershed moment for comedy. But there was also some debate online and in the media about how to categorize the special. Should it be considered stand-up, or was it a different form of storytelling? Like several other commentators, Nana aba Duncan, a guest host for CBC's Day 6, compared it to a TED Talk-but one "done by a very funny person." For me, such attempts to relabel Nanette miss the crux of the special. I believe it is important to read Nanette as stand-up comedy in order to trace how Gadsby simultaneously critiques and reconditions this form from within.
Jill Dolan argues that labelling feminist work as 'stand-up comedy' can depoliticize it, placing it "within a safe space of entertainment, a place where audiences come to laugh with, and sometimes at, the comedienne and her foibles" (50). Other performance scholars, such as Amber Day and Stephen Duncombe, take an opposite view, seeing humour as a means of potentially politicized community building. Duncombe believes that "jokes create a sort of interdependency. . . . Good humor confers an instant intimacy between the comic and the audience, both of whom share in the meaning-making" (132). Nanette challenges both of these claims. Gadsby shows how the assumed 'intimacy' behind Duncombe's belief can also lead to exclusions. One joke revolves around the fact that lesbians, like herself, don't find comedians funny, "but we've gotta laugh-because if we don't, proves the point!" At the same time, unlike Dolan, Gadsby sees the stand-up form as inherently political: What and who exactly are we "laughing with/at"? Gadsby admits that much of her career has-in line with Dolan's critique-relied on jokes that encourage the audience to laugh at her "and her foibles." But she has come to see this as an unhealthy tradition that makes assumptions about the comedian's power and agency. Now, she asks the audience, "Do you understand what self-deprecation means when it comes from somebody who already exists in the margins? It's not humility, it's humiliation."
The above epigraph illustrates just one of the many times in the set that Gadsby claims she has to quit comedy, that it is no longer a form she can be a part of. As she notes, there is some irony in using the form of a stand-up special to make such a proclamation. But, in fact, the special functions as the ideal space to not only make this declaration, but also reveal the ways in which comedy-and art more generally-can be toxic, especially for marginalized comedians and audience members. Gadsby defines a joke as part of an "abusive relationship" as the comedian makes the audience "tense" and then releases the tension by getting them to "laugh." In Nanette, Gadsby refuses to be a part of this abuseshe even warns the audience that one bit is the "last joke" midway through the over hour-long set. By refusing to perform the expected routine and relieve the audience's tension and by refusing to become the joke, Gadsby both challenges viewers to reconsider the stand-up formula and offers an alternate way of using the form.
This Views and Reviews section has four very different pieces, but-like Nanette-each in some way grapples with accepted norms in performance forms and institutions. We begin with Thea Fitz-James's reflections on Quote Unquote Collective's Mouthpiece, an award-winning production that began in Toronto in 2015 and has toured ever since. Fitz-James's examination of the piece echoes some of the issues Gadsby raises in Views and Reviews doi:10.3138/ctr.177.013 ctr 177 winter 2019 VIEWS AND REVIEWS | Editorial: Transforming Form her special-particularly around expectations of how women should appear in public spaces. In Mouthpiece, the two perform er-creators, Amy Nostbakken and Norah Sadava, play the same woman-making the piece, in Fitz-James's words, a "solo show performed by two people." Fitz-James sees this move as strategic as Nostbakken and Sadava play with-and upset-the impulse to put two women onstage in competition with one another. Instead, the creators use duality throughout the piece to create a "complex, elegant take on feminism" that highlights a multitude of contra dictory roles and experiences that are part of the contemporary female experience.
Next, we turn to Ric Knowles, who takes us to the 2017 Ed inburgh Fringe Festival (which also happened to host Mouthpiece and Nanette). In contextualizing the Fringe experience, Knowles notes how all Fringe patrons "curate their own festivals"-himself included. In curating his particular experience, Knowles resists the dominant (mainly comedy) programming, which has become syn onymous with the Fringe format in recent years. Knowles instead searches for "moments of intercultural exchange" at the festival. Highlights of this journey include several productions presented as part of international series, such as Taiwan Season and Big in Belgium. (Note: Knowles focuses on non-Canadian content here as he will be reviewing the Canadian programming in this itera tion of the Fringe in CTR issue 179.)
The second half of this section moves away from reflections on specific performances to broader discussions about theatre making in Canada. Sylvain Lavoie reviews Jacob Wren's Authen ticity Is a Feeling: My Life in PME-ART, a book that mixes to gether the company history of Quebec's PME-ART and Wren's broader thoughts on performance and experimentation. For Lavoie, Authenticity Is a Feeling is both a "compelling archive" of PME-ART's work and a "great companion for anyone involved with performance studies." But the act of reviewing such a per sonal and fragmented text also raises some pressing questions for Lavoie around two different-but related-kinds of writing: the book and the book review. He questions how to appropriately and generously review this text-which is both a report on PME-ART and inevitably part of the company's ongoing larger project. Fol lowing Wren's own tentativeness about the book project, Lavoie also "wonder[s] more than ever if a book is the best way to give an account of interdisciplinary performance."
Finally, Leora Morris interviews Tim Jennings, who joined the Shaw Festival as Executive Director in 2015. In the interview, Morris-herself a Canadian living and working in the United States-focuses on differences in theatre institutions in the two countries. Before his return to Canada, Jennings spent the better part of a decade managing large theatres in the United States-an experience that led him to "realize that the two systems were so different." Jennings is careful not to venerate one over the other, instead finding historical reasons for the differences and noting the challenges of each system. But he also suggests some ways Canadian theatres can learn from their American counterparts, including getting away from a "culture of poverty" and relying less on unhelpful nationalism that makes Canadians "[worry] we are not good enough"-advice that infers learning to transform and adapt to changing landscapes may be key to the sustainability of Canadian theatre.
